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ABSTRACT 
Background: Supply chain skills shortage in South Africa is a key limitation to sustainable 
economic growth and development. Notwithstanding the level of supply chain training 
provision, the skills shortage within the supply chain industry remains critical.  
Purpose: This study sought to examine the characteristics and effectiveness of supply chain 
management internships and graduate training programmes in addressing the supply chain 
management talent scarcity.  
Method: Empirical data were collected from a convenience sample of 80 supply management 
interns and graduate trainees recruited from 35 firms based in Gauteng Province.  
Findings: The results indicate that obtaining appropriate work experience and enhancing of 
suitable skills whilst receiving remuneration are the most important reasons for joining these 
training programmes.  The training programmes play and important role in developing essential 
soft skills that are typically required in supply chains. The effectiveness of these training 
programmes can be significantly enhanced though structured and management support as well 
as with more visible support from the Transport Education and Training Authority (TETA). 
Contribution: These results support the importance of effective supply chain management 
internships and graduate training programmes in influencing supply chain performance and 
addressing the supply chain  talent shortage in South Africa.   
  
BACKGROUND 
The skills shortage in South Africa is known to be acute. It is recognised that the society is one 
of the most unequal in the world with the poorest 20% of the population accounting for only 
4.5% of consumption whilst the wealthiest 20% account for over 61% of the consumption 
(Kruger, 2016). According to the OECD (2017), the country’s Gini coefficient stagnated at 
0.620. However, depending on the measurement, estimates range between 0.660 and 0.696 
(Bhorat, 2015), indicating fairly high levels of inequality. According to Bhorat (2015), one of 
the key reasons for this skewness is human capital. This is supported by Smith (2017) who, 
states that poverty is driven by unemployment and that education is critical to resolving this. 
Bhorat (2015), using Picketty’s thesis, asserts that to “generate a more equal growth path … it 
is argued that the schooling and educational pipeline plays a potentially crucial role in an 
economy’s long-run growth trajectory” and that “schooling is critical for reducing inequality in 
the long-run”. Kruger (2016) supports this by stating that the “…root of unemployment is not 
only a lack of jobs; a key underlying issue is also the inadequately educated workforce”. The 
World Economic Forum (2017) also recognises the inadequately educated labour force as one 
of the top ten most problematic factors for doing business in the country. The World Economic 
Forum’s 2017-2018 Global Competitiveness Index shows South Africa’s ranking as having 
slipped from 47th in 2016-2017 to 61st (of 137 countries) in 2017-2018, indicating that the skills 
shortages, amongst others, remain crucially unaddressed (Economic Forum, 2017). 
The Global Competitiveness Index (World Economic Forum, 2017) further indicates that the 
skills shortage is essentially created early, with the quality of primary education being ranked 
at 116 of 137 countries, the quality of the higher education system being ranked at 117 and the 
quality of maths and science education at 128. From this base, it is evident that the country 
would have a shortage of the skills required to support the economy and participate 
appropriately in global trade. Numerous scholars (Balwanz & Ngcwangu, 2016; Mateus, et al., 
2014a; Mateus, et al., 2014b; Rasool & Botha, 2011; Daniels, 2007; amongst others) have 
analysed the skills shortage, however the continuing plethora of academic research appears to 
indicate that few inroads have been made over the past decade. This is supported by the extent 
of the press coverage of the shortage as well as numerous government interventions to resolve 
the crisis. The latter include the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), originally 
established in 2000 by the Department of Labour and are “concerned with education and 
training and their job is to help implement the National Skills Development Strategy and to 
increase the skills of people in their sector” (SETA-South Africa, 2010), the Department of 
Higher Education and Training – responsible for the development of the National Skills 
Development Strategy for 2011- 2016 (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2015) 
and the Department of Home Affairs who facilitate Immigration legislation to enable the 
Critical Skills Work Visa (CSWV) (Department of Home Affairs, n.d.). 
The wide range of academic and popular press articles as well as government interventions 
suggests that all sectors in South Africa are experiencing some level of skills shortage. The 
skills shortage in South African supply chains is also well-documented (Barloworld Logistics, 
2017; Havenga, et al., 2016;  Barloworld Logistics, 2015; Stellenbosch University, 2015; Heyns 
& Luke, 2014; Heyns & Luke, 2012; Barloworld Logistics, 2008). Heyns and Luke’s (2014) 
research indicates that approximately two-thirds of strategic and tactical level positions and 
one-third of operational level positions are difficult to fill. Barloworld Logistics’ 
supplychainforesight report has found the skills shortage in the industry critical across the range 
of their reports (Barloworld Logistics, 2017). The continuing skills shortage in the economy 
indicates that the current interventions to alleviate skills shortages have not yet had any 
meaningful impact. 
Given the high level of unemployment in the country, where it is estimated that the labour force 
is made up of 15 million employed and 7.5 million unemployed people (Department of Higher 
Education and Training, 2016), the acute skills shortage indicates that training interventions are 
not either not educating enough people for the market or are not equipping people with the right 
skills. Supply chain education in South Africa is typically offered by traditional training 
institutions such as universities which offer academic programs (e.g. University of Pretoria, 
Stellenbosch University), comprehensive universities – offering both vocational training and 
academic programs (e.g. University of Johannesburg), universities of technology – offering 
vocational training (e.g. Vaal University of Technology, Tshwane University of Technology), 
public Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges, and private Further 
Education and Training (FET) colleges – offering a range of certificates, diplomas, and short 
courses. (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2016). In its Skills supply and demand 
in South Africa report,  the Department of Higher Education and Training (2016) states that the 
TVET sector has successfully improved access, but it is now considered critical that the quality 
of the TVET experience and pass rate for these courses be improved; thereby indicating that 
these institutions may not be providing the high levels of skills required by modern supply 
chains. The report goes on to state that, in as far as university education is concerned, that there 
has been significant growth in the number of university graduates, but as this comes off a very 
low base, these institutions are still not providing the number of graduates required within the 
economy. Finally, the report also highlights that there is a qualification-job mismatch which 
“raises uncertainty about the use of skills resources, and about whether or not more career 
guidance and an understanding of the nature of workplaces are required to match qualifications 
and occupations more closely” (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2016, p. 83). 
This mismatch has also been highlighted in a number of articles in the popular press. The 
Manpower Talent Shortage Survey (The Skills Portal, 2013) indicated that  “58% of employers 
said that they could not fill positions due to a lack of hard skills or technical competencies, with 
45% attributing it to a lack of available applicants or no applicants due to factors such as skills 
shortages”. Other aspects that were highlighted were “around 30% of employers also mentioned 
the fact that many employees didn't have industry-specific qualifications or certifications in a 
professional field (33%) or that they had a lack of experience (29%) … Other factors also 
included a lack of soft skills (language, customer interaction, etc.) or motivation as well as 
wanting more pay than was offered.” The City Press (2016) highlighted the lack of technical 
skills and work experience, but also states that not all graduates are equal and that students 
should choose the right subjects to match demand in the workplace. In a Cape Talk interview, 
Phiri-Bususu (Cape Talk, 2017) states that “there is a disconnect between tertiary institutions, 
graduates and corporate companies” and that “industry and tertiary institutions must collaborate 
to ensure that their degrees and diplomas remain relevant and robust in a competitive landscape” 
Earlier research by Heyns and Luke (2012; Heyns & Luke2014; Luke & Heyns, 2017) highlight 
that, whilst employers constantly seek technical skills, softer skills are critical to successful 
employment in the workplace. 
The above appears to indicate that students are not always making the correct study choices, 
that tertiary institutions tend to teach technical skills but should include soft skills and that 
students complete studies with inadequate workplace exposure or experience. As a results, 
students tend to be ill-prepared for the workplace. To bridge the gap, companies are increasingly 
offering practical programmes such as learnerships, internships and graduate training 
programmes. The World Economic Forum (2017) indicates that local availability of specialized 
training services (on the job training) is considered reasonable (rated 4.6/7 and ranked 54/137) 
and the extent of such training is also relatively high (rated 4.3/7 and ranked 394/137). Little is 
however known about the quality of such training and whether these programmes are capable 
of addressing some of the skills shortages within the economy.  
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the effectiveness of internship and graduate training 
programmes in addressing the supply chain skills shortage in South Africa. To explore the 
efficacy of these internship and graduate training programmes in the development of the 
required skills within the supply chain industry, a survey was conducted amongst internship 
and graduate training programme participants. Convenience sampling was used for this 
exploratory research because of the ease of access, geographical closeness, availability at a 
given time, and the willingness of respondents to participate in the survey (Etikan, et al., 2016). 
A shortcoming of convenience or opportunity sampling is that generalisability of the results is 
limited (Cohen, et al., 2018).   
 
The internship and graduate training programme survey, conducted during July – September 
2017, consisted of a self-administered electronic questionnaire containing two separate 
sections. The first section included questions regarding the respondent’s demographic 
characteristics, reasons for enrolling in the programme  and  some broad questions pertaining 
to the particular internship and graduate training programme; and in the second section 
respondents were asked various questions including, the terms of employment during the 
training programme, the competencies and skills the programme provided, respondents 
employability and future training after completing the programme, the reasons and obstacles 
associated with the implementation of internships and graduate training programmes. This 
survey was completed by 80 respondents. The survey data was analysed using SPSS for 
Windows version 25. 
 
PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
Demographic information 
The results of the survey were analysed to explore the extent and characteristics of internship 
and graduate training programmes in the supply chain sector; to investigate the success of these 
programmes in dealing with addressing the supply chain talent shortage in South Africa; to 
ascertain if these programmes contribute to the development of required competencies and 
skills and to identify the difficulties associated with the establishment of internship and graduate 
training programmes.  
The majority of the respondents (93%) indicated that they are employed full time on the 
internship / graduate training programme. Most of the training programmes (76%) are provided 
by organisations with more than 150 employees and, for most of the respondents (71%), the 
duration of the programme is 12 months. The majority of the respondents are female (60%) and 
more than 59% of the respondents have completed a bachelor’s or post graduate degree. The 
profile of the respondents is shown in Table 1 below. 
Table 2:  Profile of respondents  
 
Respondents (%)
Male 40%
Female 60%
19 - 24 years 38%
25 years 26%
26 - 31 years 36%
High school 6%
Certificate/Diploma 35%
Bachelor Degree 56%
Honours Degree 3%
Part time  (< 40 h/w) 7%
Full time (> 40 h/w) 93%
Private sector 79%
Parastatals & government 21%
Small (11 - 49 employees) 4%
Medium (50 - 149 employees) 20%
Large ( > 150 employees) 76%
< 12 months 3%
12 months 71%
24 months 25%
> 24 months 1%
Organisation size
Qualification
Programme duration
Characteristics
Gender
Employment
Age
Employer
When asked to indicate the three main reasons for enrolling for the internship / graduate training 
programmes, respondents indicated that getting work experience (30%), enhancing of skills 
(26%) and being remunerated (16%) are the most important reasons for joining these 
programmes.  This is depicted in Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1: Reasons for enrolling 
Although a small number (5.3%) of the respondent indicated that they do not receive any 
remuneration, the average salary for the interns / graduate trainees is over R8 700 per month. 
The remuneration profile of the respondents is depicted in Figure 2. 
Figure 2: Remuneration summary 
When asked to indicate where they heard about the internship and graduate training programme, 
the respondents identified participating organisation’s website (34%) as the major source of 
information. Informal information sources (i.e. word of mouth & internal employees) account 
for nearly 37% of how the participants were informed of these programmes. Other sources 
include University and social media platforms (see Figure 3). Although it is the main 
responsibility of the Transport Education and Training Authority (TETA) to coordinate 
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3,3%
3,3%
4,2%
7,5%
15,8%
25,8%
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OTHER 
IDENTIFIED SCARCE SKILL
NEED SERIES OF QUALIFICATIONS
EMPLOYER INITIATED
EMPLOYMENT CHANGE
WANT TO PURSUE SPECIFIC VOCATION
ORGANISATION PAYS FOR STUDIES
OBTAIN FORMAL QUALIFICATION
PROMOTION / ADVANCEMENT PURSUIT
LEARNING FIELD CHANGE
NEED CHALLENGE
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SKILLS IMPROVEMENT
WORK EXPERIENCE
5,3%
30,3%
38,2%
9,2%
17,1%
NO SALARY  R1 ‐ 5 000 R5 001 ‐ 10 000 R10 001 ‐ 15 000 > R15 001 
education, training and skills development to the transport sector, they were only able to inform 
5% of the respondents of these programmes.    
 
Figure 3: Source of information on training programme 
Respondents were also asked to indicate those competencies which they believe have prepared 
them appropriately for the supply chain profession. They identified knowledge of the industry, 
hands-on experience, real-world applications and supply chain awareness as the top skills (see 
Figure 4 below). 
 
Figure 4: Top competencies provided by training programmes 
Respondents were also asked to indicate, from a pre-defined list,  all those soft skills they 
believe the internship and graduate training programme have well-prepared them for the supply 
chain profession (respondents could select more than one skill). Communication skills (81%), 
team work (73%), ability to plan and prioritise (68%) problem solving (67%) and decision 
making (61%) were the top soft skills the respondents believed they have acquired. 
Approximately 68% of the respondents indicated that they envisage to pursue further training 
immediately after completing their current internship / graduate training programme. The main 
reasons they put forward are: skills improvement, higher remuneration expectations and 
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APPLICATIONS
HAVING HANDS-ON EXPERIENCE
KNOWLEDGE OF THE INDUSTRY
employment advancement (see Figure 5 below). Respondents could select more than one 
option.   
 
Figure 5: Reasons for continued training 
When asked to indicate those obstacles they believe limit the effectiveness of internships and 
graduate training programmes, the majority of the respondents identified lack of support by 
management (54%) and unstructured programme (51%) as the main shortcoming of the current 
training programmes (see Figure 6 below). Note that respondents could select more than one 
perceived obstacle.  
 
Figure 6: Limitations of current training programmes 
 
CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of companies’ various training 
interventions in developing skills in the transport and supply chain industries in South Africa. 
The results firstly indicate that the remuneration paid was considered to be reasonable, 
indicating that companies are willing to pay relatively high price to develop young people with 
the right skills. The relatively low levels of marketing done to attract interns and graduate 
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trainees provides some indication of the state of employment in the market, with young people 
searching for opportunities.  
When considering the knowledge gained during the course of these programmes, respondents 
indicated that they had developed key technical skills required by industry but had also gained 
critical abilities to see the big picture and had wider knowledge of the industry. Practical 
experience was also regarded as a fundamental advantage of the programmes. The main soft 
skills that were acquired were aspects such as communication, teamwork, ability to plan and 
prioritise, problem solving and decision-making. This is strongly aligned with skills 
requirements in the South African economy as identified in earlier research by Heyns and Luke 
(2012; Luke & Heyns 2017). 
Some of the key challenges identified in these programmes were lack of management support, 
unstructured programmes, and inadequate resources. This indicates that although organisations 
are willing to pay for training of young people, programmes still appear to be in their infancy 
and further development is still required. 
The literature indicates a disconnect between training institutions and industry. It is suggested 
that platforms for closer collaboration be investigated to close the gap between skills supply 
and demand. The results also indicate that there is ample opportunity for stronger involvement 
in these interventions by government’s sector education and training authorities. These two 
recommendations require further research to ensure that government, private sector and tertiary 
education institutions are strongly aligned in their efforts to alleviate the supply chain skills 
shortage in South Africa. 
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